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ABSTRACT 

A study of the use of and attitudes about language 
laboratories focused on teacher perceptions of their speed, accuracy, 
and motivational capability and on the extent to which these 
Characteristics are exploited in classroom use by teachers and 
students. Observers in four British schools of English rated details 
of language laboratory use in a total of 56 sessions. The laboratory 
sessions were rated for their relationship to the criteria job 
Satisfaction, speed, ana accuracy, characteristics assumed to be 
advantageous in the language laboratory. It was found that oniy 13 of 
the 56 sessions fully exploited the facilities and that those 
sessions had these common features: frequency of use (once a day or 
more often), teachers skilled in laboratory use, and well-trained and 
responsible students with machines fully under their control. It is 
suggested that the language laboratory's use and usefulness are 
limited only by the imagination, training, and willingness of the 
teacher. (MSE) 
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8 
Robert Vanderplank (Helsinki University) 


1 A model for language laboratory evaluation 


1.1 Background 


Some time ago I investigated the proposition that the language 

laboratory (henceforth, LL) was largely a wasted resource. I wanted 

to find out why a valuable educational tool, written about for over 

25 years, oftenat great length, and in use all over the world, was 50 
poorly regarded by many and rarely seemed to come up to expectations 

when put to the test. This work was greeted well by some language 

schoo's ia Britain, but on the whole it was received with an embarrassed 

Silence. I had hoped to reise standards of LL use by attempting to 

raise user-consciousness through the evaluation tachniques which will 

be described below. 


The literature on LL evaluation 1s rather depressing. Most 
studies, for example, the Pennsylvania Project (Smith, 1970), the 
‘communicative competence’ study of Sevignon (1972), and the York 
Study of Green and hfs associates (Green, 1975) come out against the 
LL. A notable early exception is the study of Sarah Lorge (1964), 
but on the whole that study remains an exception. Indeed, the last 
large-scale study in Britain, the York Study mentioned above, was 
particularly damning: that current uses of the Li amke ft largely @ 
waste of money. 


ED 266642 


On the other side, there is a great deal of literature on how to 
select a LL, how to manage it, how best to exploit it, fits advantages, 
and so on. Then there is a third branch which deals with reactions of 
teachers: questionnaires, attitude surveys, such as those by Anderson 
(1977) in Sweden, and by Holec (1971) in Belgius. 


When, early on in my research, 1 complained about the basic 

unfairnecs of LL comparative studies, since they were loaded against 
the LL from the outset by their very design, | wes told that there was 

\ no other wey. As 8 Convinced LL mea who has worked in LL-orientated 
environments and is conscious of the benefits it may bring, I could not 
accept the findings of many studies in any way other than trivial. If 
you reduce your expensive tool to an almost insignificant role, in order 
to compare its performance with some thing else, waste much of its 
potential and fail to train personne) and make them aware of its poten- 
tial, then it seems to se that you are not holding a fé'r evaluation. 


1.2 How the model is made up 


1 wanted to find a means of evaluating the LL on its own terms in 
practice. That is, how this sophisticated, educational tool, with its 
own rationale and principles of good use, and with sound pedagogical 
reasons to justify its purchase, was actually used by teachers and 
learners (leaving aside purely administrative reascas for its use). I 
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took as my starting point the three basic reasons vor the purchase of 
any new tool: that it does the job FASTER, SETTER, or gives more USER 
SATISFACTION than any ozher comparabla piece of equi t or means of 
doing the job. This would mean, in teaching terms, tape recorder, 
pg abe form of LL, such as an audio-active LL, or no educational 
aids. 


How are we to translate these criterta into Lt teras? Well, 
writers on Lt use often talk about the advantages of using the UL. ! 
looked at the literature and found some TS given, dut there are saven 
which all writers agree on: 


3. 
4. e. 
5. The teacher can deal with each leerner's problems dually. 
6. The LL cen provide a variety of programmes and act Be 
7. Leerners are not afraid to speak in the privacy of .m i: 


SATISFACTION muita the proposed @ Sf acuned vantages soiven in the 
or ass an ven in 
literature. 1 would suggest the following: 4 ; 


WORK STUDY CRITERIA ASSUMED ADVANTAGES 
1. Quickness in performing tasks own pace, answer al} 
(cutting time/incress ing quest ions 


prectice tins per student) 


. Accuracy in performing tasks listen critically, teacher 
(cutting weste/t ing can help individually 
class performance) 

3. Job Satisfaction responsibility, pri 
(using the Intell igence of variety us = 


the user as a contributing 
faster £° the above two criteria/ 
| tng (aterest and motivation) 


* 


You may well suggest that in reality the links are not quite as 
peat and clear-cut as I have unde then. | would agree entirely, end 
this rity yr will be accomodated in encther part of the asdel" 
which wi}] be described below. ’ as 


wnat happens in prectice? Of course, the advantages do net come 
autemetically, al LU salesmen wight ¢t that they de. Meeting 
the eH mde ond pe Prd on whether sreciftc' 
facilities built tate ub are and also on how are weed. 
In other , the adventages are only realised {5 tice by the 
use of the facilities avetlable and by the fulf{lmen of ific | 
conditiqns regarding the use of the facilities. Let us take, fer | 
exsaple, assumnd advantage number 3. Each learner can listen erétical ly : 
te his em vetce. In strictly prectical teres, for this essumed.: | 
ris rhage pred » mot caly must the LL have a : 
facility and dval-track tape re. réer, but the learner aust eles 60 
able to manipulate controls, drills and exercises with ease, indgpendent 
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uf the teacher, and have both ime and the ability te assess what has 
been recorded and then correct errors. Moreover, the learner mus? be 
aware that the ea pasteil ef for the performace is his ‘alone 
(assumed advantage number 2 


In more general teres, each assumed advantage can be sa‘d to be 
based on the presence and use of facilities (e.g. cue/rewind. monitor/ 
intercom.) or functions (learner can raha teacher can listen 
to learner performance/correct learner), aad also on the fulf{ iment 
of both pedagogical and technical cead tions. The facilities and 
functions of a norms) AAC LL are we'l-knowm and I shall not go through 

thes here. As far as pedagogical end technical conditions ave 
satadpiee my model includes some thirty ia a some of which are 
s ow: 


ic 
* pore fae: 


Pedagogical conditions of use 


LL work should be se-desigqned 

Teacher should be treined ia exploitation of LL 

Objectives of say LL session should 20 explicit 

Amount of Ba work should permit learners to work systematically 


own pace 

Material Should be pre-recorded if adwintstretively possible 
Learners gust be trained to avoid over- and uxder-learni 
Learners aust be treined not to rely on teacher latervention 
Students aust be trained in rosie of UL controls 

Materia) used aust be adequate and appropriate for the task 


Technical conditions of use 


Equipment used should be adequate for the task in torus of noise, 
reliability, clari a 

All facilities should be functioning ee 

Watertal us 3 should be tecinically — e.g. quality of 
recording — 


I think it should be clear ro this sine that seme facilf*ies 
and functions and their fae uat conditions of use can be linked to 
alaost al] asssaed bedi Pree le others are mera ipecific. For 
example, those concerned with self-assessment and correction, and 
possibly with over- aad yunder-learning can a — Mrectl, 
assumed advantage mumber 3. Each Inarner can Iisten critical ly 

own voice. If we take this point a stage sr es ‘wr can say ta 
co factlities/functions and conditions 
of the three cri a ee 
SATISFACTION mei 
use of a fac 


ie we summarise briefly what i have seid se far. ly model is 
1. utilization of fectiities and functions, and, 
2. fulfillment of nes poser ~ their use. 
The absence and presence of the oe ons oe dares gh _ 
any facility or Function is tte tees act as 
whether an assumed advantage is obtained in prectice® ia any peat teision. 
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In turn, the absence or presence of the different advantages then 
indicates whether the LL session can be said to have been neld for 
reasons of SPEED, ACCURACY, or JOB SATISFACTION, none of these, or 
any combination of then. 


2 The mode) in practice 
211 Observation grids 


The model was adapted to a set of observation grids, four in all. 
These are show overleaf. The most important grids assessi 
individual LL sessions were Grid 2. Tescher use of LL and Grid 3. 
Student use of LL . a 


As can be seen from grids 2 and 3, absence or presence of 
corditions and use of facilities and functions was net enough. 1 was 
also interested in the degree to which equipment was used and functions 
were carried out. Eech scale, tierefore, had a set ef operations 
definitions. Some examples of the definitions used are given after the 
er 'Q' ~ zero - wes always taken to meen ‘inapplicable in this 
session’. 


’ 


It may 011 seem rather ‘ad hoc’ te the informed repder.' 1 should 
say at this point that I sbrenpted <2 mi yalidity fer the grids and 


these questionnaires supported very ag 

the grids and the definitions. It coulc Y icimed, therefore, that 
teachers were being assessed by the very criteria that they themselves 
accepted or supported. 


2.2 The observations 


There were seven observers in four schools of English (facluding 
the author). The schools were the School of English Studies. Fotkestone, 
Colchester and Bedford English Study Centres, and the Devies Schoo}, 
Cambridge. Unfortunately, the teacher at the Davies Schoo! who wes to 
carry out the observetions proved to have neither the knowledge or the 
experience to carry out the task adquately. It should be clear by this 
sae that operating this aodel with does of accuracy 
reliability does require a sound know and understanding of Li's 
and considerable experien-e with then. » even a dissppointing 
observer was, for the purposes ef the trial cf the model, useful in 
some respects. 7 


Altogether 56 LL sessions were observed. In each seagion the 
observer completed the marking of the grids as the session progressed. 
Some class information ng aaterials, students and the teacher 
was, of course, knam in advance, so grids 2 and 3 could receive mst 
attent‘on. fy the end of each apssion, on observer hed gathered @ lot 
of quantitative data on the use of facilities and functions gad en the 
extent to which conditions bad been fulfilled, These dita could then 
be ccording to their bearing on each ascuned sdvantagg, using 


grouped a 
the weighting given to each ia terms of $, A and ee 
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As was Said earlier, soma conditions or use of facilities/functions 
have a bearing on al! three criteria and sc were given, equal S,A and J 
weighting, but at the semt time were felt to be more relevant to a 
Single assweed advantage and consequently were attached to that advan- 
tage. Since assumed advantages were also given S, Aor J criterion, 
obtaining an assumed Sdvantage establishes whether the respective 
criterion is being fulfilled, and thus. & ualitative assessment in 
terms of Speed, Accuracy or Job Satisfaction (1.e. their pedagoyical 
equivalents) is then possible. 


The results for eleven out of the fifty-cix sessions are shown 
below (a representative sample). Two of these Sessions, 19 and 39, 
are also given the analysis described above. The analysis shows that 
the @ain criterion for holding session 19 appears to have been Job 
Satisfaction. Of course, in pedagogical terms. without the other 
Criteria, it could well be interpreted as Simply giving the learners 
a change of scene and activity, with no clear pedagogical objectives. 
In session 39, on the other hand, the Job Satisfection criterion is 
linked to the Accuracy criterion, through an emphatis on both 
accuracy and self-responsib‘Tity. 


The full results in terms of the three criterie were as follows: 


criteria Number _of sessions 
Joi: Satisfaction/Speed/Accuracy 7} 
Job Satisfaction/Speed 13 
Job Satisfaction/Accuracy ? 
Job Satisfaction only Wg 
Speed/Accuracy : 
Accuracy only a 
Speed only 5 
Moret 3 
lasufficient date } 


Only thirteen cut of fifty-six can be said to have exploited the 
facilities of the LL fully according te the criteria, and to have 
gained the advantages of Ll use. Sd. just as the York Study found, 
the {i really is under-exploited and in these terms is ~ waste 
resource for many. The neasons for the poor showing of $0 mEny 
sessions hve been discussed elsewhere (¥anderplank, 1961), but 
limitations of space scans that I cen only briefly summarise what 
the godd sessions had in common end what the Taiting factors in il 
use anoear to be from this stuty. 


4 Comer feature’ of fully-exploited sessions 


Tre thirteen fully-exploited sessions had the fallowing cosmon 
features: 

~ frequency of use (once @ day 3 mre) 

--- =rg skilled in Li ise 

- gtuseats well-trained ano — sponsible / 1) sackines fully 
woder teetr contral)- 
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4 Final comments 


I have argued that instead of just comparing the LL with other 
ways of teaching or learning 1 ges, we need to evaluate how the 
LL itsel? is used. I have a that we can see the rationale 
bet.ind the LL in teras of three criteria, that it is faster, better, 
nc gives more job satisfaction, and cf seven advantages to be gained, 
potentially, in using the Li. 


I would suggest that if the LL is nox exploited in such a way as to 
fulfil the first tvo criteria, then che user must demonstrate how the 
LL 4s suiced to the ure being ande of it in both technological terns: 
and pedagogical terms. The models and grids which { have presented and 
described do have the sote:tial to raise user-consciousness (especially 
as ter ‘er and studs. . checklists) through demonstr ting clearly where 
impro. ments can be made. As I found in my studies, it is possible to 
use the LL pal and well in a very wide variety ¢f ways - not just 
structural drills, listen:ng exercises, or pronunciation work. In fict, 
I would say that its uses and usefulness are limited by only two factors: 
the skills and imagination of the teacher, and the degree of training, 
preparation end responsibility which tha teacher can end is willing to 
give the learners. 
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